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The Vote on '54’s Fiscal Proposals 


Electorate Passed on 53 Major State-Wide Spending Referenda 


A Tax Foundation Survey 


Or Election Day, in addition to voting for candidates for state or national office, voters in half 
of the states of the Union were asked to approve or disapprove 53 major state-wide fiscal 
proposals. Overall, most of the proposals were approved. 


An unofficial roundup of the results of state 
referenda is summarized in the following table: 


= 


Bond Tax Expend. Fiscal Misc. 

issues Changes increases Powers issues Total 
Passed 13 10 2 10 4 39 
Rejected 1 7 3 1 2 14 
Total “a: Ww 8 eee 


BOND ISSUES 


Expenditure programs to be financed by the crea- 
tion of debt were widely endorsed. Voters in nine 
states approved 13 of 14 bond issues presented to 
them. The new issues given approval totaled $965.1 
million, $550 million of which was made up of two 
New York issues for mental hospitals and public 
housing, and $275 million of which was approved 
in California for loans to veterans and distressed 
school districts. The smallest proposal to pass was 
a $600,000 issue for a state vocational school in 
Rhode Island. 


The only bond proposal rejected was a $25 mil- 
lion issue in New Jersey. It proposed the establish- 


ment of a state medical-dental school and health 


center. It was defeated by a large majority. 


Most of the bond issues are for construction of 
state buildings, notably welfare institutions in Mon- 
tana, New York, and Rhode Island. Korean veteran 
bonus bonds were approved in California, Louisiana, 
and Michigan. The only highway debt issue con- 
sidered was a referred statute in Colorado, authoriz- 
ing $35 million of highway revenue anticipation 
warrants, but limited to $8 million in any ‘one year. 
California voters heavily favored the only state- 
wide school construction proposition voted upon in 
the country. 


TAX CHANGES 


In 10 states 17 tax changes were considered. Of 
the two tax increases adopted, one was a modest 2- 
mill tax tied to bond issues; the other was a sever- 
ance tax which affected a relatively small number 
of voters. 


Of the 17 tax proposals, 10 related to the prop- 
erty tax. Four of them (three in California) broad- 
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ened property tax exemptions. Nebraska’s electorate 
gave the Legislature discretion to exempt household 
personal property from taxation, but a similar pro- 
posal in adjoining Colorado was very narrowly 
defeated. In Colorado two years ago, a like amend- 
ment was overwhelmingly rejected when it was tied 
to a six-year exemption of certain industrial property. 


Michigan voters approved a measure designed to 
provide greater flexibility in state fiscal management. 
Although increasing the amount of the retail sales 
tax earmarked for public schools, the constitutional 
provision spelling out the method for distributing 
it to schools was eliminated, and full discretion left 
in the hands of the Legislature. 


EXPENDITURE INCREASES 


Two of five increased spending proposals in four 
states were approved. In an unusually large off-year 
vote, Wisconsin defeated by more than two to one 
a referendum to provide a tax-supported, state-wide, 
non-commercial educational television network. 


Texas voters authorized the Legislature to increase 
public assistance spending by $7 million a year. 
Although additional expenditures of this magnitude 
are expected to require the levying of additional 
taxes, no tax proposal was tied to the constitutional 


- amendment. 


California voters again rejected an_ initiative 
calling for an increase of maximum old-age assist- 
ance payments of from $80 to $100 monthly. This 
proposal would have increased expenditures by at 
least $65 million annuaily had it carried. 


LOCAL FISCAL POWERS 


All 10 state-wide propositions extending fiscal 
powers of local government were approved. Local 
school debt limits were raised to 10% of the assessed 
valuation of property in South Dakota and Wyoming, 
and the municipal debt limit was raised to 7.5% 
in Maine. Georgia, Kansas, and Maryland extended 
powers of municipal home rule, and Georgia and 
Texas authorized creation of special jurisdictions 
with their own taxing powers. 


Virginia voters authorized counties to borrow 
money for school construction without a vote of 
the electorate. The measure provides for such bor- 
rowing from the Virginia Supplemental Retirement 
System. 
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The only proposal to place additional restrictions 
on local fiscal powers was defeated in Arkansas. 
The constitutional amendment was a complex one, 
including provisions to (1) assess property at market 
value; (2) set local tax rate ceilings; and (3) 
establish a local budget law. This measure also 
proposed prohibiting a state property tax. 


MISCELLANEOUS ISSUES 


Major issues of a miscellaneous nature concerned 
highways. Florida voters rejected an amendment to 
prohibit use of state funds to build or maintain 
toll roads, but a similar measure was approved 
in Texas. A constitutional amendment in Wyoming 
earmarks the gasoline tax and all other highway 
user taxes for construction and maintenance of 
streets and highways, costs of administration and 
enforcement of state traffic laws. 


The following tabulation summarizes each major 
state-wide fiscal proposal voted on, showing whether 
approved or rejected: 


BOND ISSUES 


Approved 
California 
$175 million to finance loans to war veterans to 
buy homes and farms. 
$100 million to lend to distressed school districts 
for construction purposes. 
Colorado 
$35 million of highway revenue anticipation war- 
rants for construction and improvement of 
highways and bridges. 
Lovisiana 
Issue not to exceed $10 million for Korean vet- 
erans’ bonus, to be financed by revenues from 
the state beer tax. 
Michigan 
$80 million for Korean war veterans’ bonus. 
Montana 
$2 million for new construction at the Montana 
State Hospital for the Insane. 
$1.5 million for new construction at the Montana 
State Training School. 
New Mexico 
$4.5 million for construction of state department 
and institutional buildings. 
New York 
$350 million of 15-year bonds to finance the 
construction of mental hospitals. 
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$200 million for slum clearance and to subsidize 
the construction of low rent public housing 
facilities. 

Rhode Island 

$3 million bond issue to improve state welfare 
institutions. 

$600,000 for state vocational school. 

$3.5 million to finance the relocation of the state 
college of education. 


Rejected 
New Jersey 
$25 million to finance a state medical and dental 
school and health center 


TAX CHANGES 


Approved 
California 

Broadening property tax exemptions for certain 
non-profit institutions. 

Making permanent property tax exemption for 
California-registered vessels (over 50 tons 
burden) engaged in handling freight and pas- 
sengers. 

Increasing from $1,000 to $5,000 property ex- 
emption of veterans with total and permanent 
disabilities. 

Louisiana 

Earmarking the beer tax to finance Korean bonus 
bonds. 

Levying new forestry severance tax and earmark- 
ing 34’s of it for parishes. 

Michigan 

Changing constitutional distribution of sales tax 
by increasing public schools’ share from 1.84¢ 
to 2¢, and giving entirely to legislative dis- 
cretion the method of distribution. (No change 
made in 14¢ earmarked for localities and 14¢ 
to general fund.) 

Montana 

Adding two 1 mill property tax levies to pay for 

its new building bonds. 
Nebraska 

Permitting the Legislature to exempt household 
personal property from taxation. 

Prohibiting state property tax if general sales 
tax or income tax is adopted. 

Nevada 

Abolishing constitutional requirement for an ear- 
marked tax of 1% of state assessed valuation 
for support of university and public schools. 


Rejected 
Arkansas 
Extra liquor tax of 3% on wholesalers’ price. 
Prohibiting a levy of a state property tax. 
Colorado 

Permitting the Legislature to exempt household 

personal property from taxation. 
North Dakota 

Exempting food from sales tax. 

Making non-refundable 1¢ of 5¢ tax when gasoline 
is used for non-highway purposes, and using 
proceeds for rural roads. 

Earmarking for highway purposes collections 
from sales tax on cars, trucks, and accessories. 

Oregon 

Limiting state property tax to 6 mills by consti- 
tutional amendment rather than by statute, and 
repealing constitutional amendment limiting 
state tax levies to 6% over the levy in any of 
the three preceding years. 


EXPENDITURE INCREASES 


Approved 
Oregon 
Authorizing new state mental hospital. 
Texas 
Authorizing increased spending for old-age as- 
sistance, aid to the blind, and aid to dependent 
children by $7 million per year. 


Rejected 
California 
Increasing maximum aid to needy aged from $80 
to $100 monthly. 
Financing planning and construction of parking 
facilities out of present highway user taxes. 
Wisconsin 
Providing a tax-supported, state-wide, non-com- 
mercial educational television network. 


LOCAL FISCAL POWERS 


Approved 
Georgia 

Authorizing counties to increase their property tax 
levies for education above 15 mills by popular 
vote. 

Authorizing legislature to provide for municipal 
home rule. 

Permitting cities and towns to set up slum clear- 
ance and redevelopment authorities with taxing 
power. 
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Kansas 
Permitting Legislature to grant limited home rule 
to certain urban areas. 
Maine 
Increasing limitation on municipal debt from 5% 
to 7.5%. 
Maryland 
Authorizing Legislature to grant home rule to 
cities. 
South Dakota 
Increasing school district debt limit from 5% to 
10%. 
Texas 
Authorizing creation of county-wide hospital dis- 
tricts with taxing power. 
Virginia 
Permitting counties to borrow money for school 
construction from the Virginia Supplemental 
Retirement System, without a vote of the elec- 
torate. 
Wyoming 
Increasing limitation on school district debt from 
6% to 10% of the assessed value of tangible 


property. 
; Rejected 
Arkansas 


_ Assessing at market value, setting local tax rate 
ceilings, and establishing local budget law. 


* 
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MISCELLANEOUS 


Approved 
Alabama 
Constitutional amendment placing city revenue 
bonds for water, sewer, gas, or electric systems 
and public corporation bonds outside of the 
constitutional debt limit. 
South Dakota 
Constitutional amendment providing for pooling 
of mineral royalties from school lands to be 
used for benefit of all school districts. 
Texas 
Prohibiting use of state funds or credit to build 
or operate toll roads. 
Wyoming 
Constitutional amendment earmarking all high- 
way user taxes for roads and enforcement of 
traffic laws. 


Rejected 
Florida 
Prohibiting use of state funds to build or main- 
tain toll roads. 
Lovisiana 
Prohibiting future legislative authorization of 
direct or indirect debt, and validating $50 mil- 
lion highway bond issue and $41.95 million 
institutions bond issue authorized by 1954 
Legislature. 
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